
Published on British Columbia Drug and Poison Information Centre (BC DPIC) (
http://www.dpic.org)

Home > Printer-friendly PDF > Printer-friendly PDF

Fentanyl - Information for Health Care 
Providers
Access: 
professional
Article type: 
poison information

29 May 2013

 

We have recently been informed by the police that fentanyl is being sold in BC as heroin. 
The BC Coroners Service has identified more fentanyl-detected deaths in the first four months 
of 2013 than in all of 2012.

 

When fentanyl has been sold on the street in other jurisdictions, many people have died from 
unexpected overdoses. Please find attached a review of the 2006 fentanyl epidemic in 
Chicago in which 342 people died.

 

Fentanyl produces symptoms and signs that are indistinguishable from overdoses of other 
opioids and the treatment of patients with a fentanyl overdose is essentially the same as for 
other opioids.

 

However, fentanyl has a few unique characteristics to be aware of when managing patients:

Larger doses of naloxone may be required for reversal of fentanyl overdoses. Although 
standard doses of naloxone should be given initially, up to 12 mg of naloxone has been 
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required in some patients.
When fentanyl is administered intravenously in therapeutic doses, the duration of action 
is relatively short with a range of 30 to 60 minutes. However, in overdose situations the 
duration is much longer, up to 24 hours.
Fentanyl powder should not be handled without taking precautions to avoid unintentional 
exposure through inadvertent transfer to mucous membranes.
Most conventional urine immunoassay drug screens are unable to detect fentanyl.

 

Please call the BC Drug and Poison Information Centre at 604-682-5050 or 1-800-567-8911 if you are 
managing one of these patients.
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We are grateful to all the First Nations who have cared for and nurtured the lands and waters 
around us for all time, including the x?m??k??y??m (Musqueam), Sk?wx?wu?7mesh 

U?xwumixw (Squamish Nation), and s?l?ílw?ta? (Tsleil-Waututh Nation) on whose unceded 
and ancestral territory our centre is located.
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for informational purposes only. It is not meant to replace the expert advice of a healthcare 

professional such as a physician, pharmacist, nurse or qualified poison specialist. Use of this 
site is governed and restricted by specific terms of use. Please review the full terms and 

conditions below prior to using the DPIC website. In the event of a poisoning emergency, call 
your local poison control centre immediately. Portions of this web site are intended for 

healthcare professionals. Interpretation and application of information may require more 
detailed explanation than contained herein, particularly regarding any clinical information that 

is found in or linked to this site. Patients are advised to consult their health care provider 
regarding diagnosis and treatment, and for assistance in interpreting these materials and 

applying them in individual cases.
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